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Effectiveness 1 No studies of Great Books that fall within the scope of the Adolescent Literacy review protocol meet What Works Clearinghouse 
(WWC) evidence standards. The lack of studies meeting WWC evidence standards means that, at this time, the WWC is unable 
to draw any conclusions based on research about the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of Great Books on adolescent learners. 



Program Description 2 Great Books is a program that aims to improve the reading, 

writing, and critical thinking skills of students in kindergarten 
through high school. 3 The program is implemented as a core or 
complementary curriculum and is based on the Shared Inquiry™ 
method of learning. 4 The purpose of Great Books is to engage 
students in higher-order thinking and collaborative problem 
solving. It involves teachers focusing discussion on the 
interpretation of a text and students participating as partners in 
these discussions. The program includes both oral and written 
activities designed to help students think and talk about the 



multiple meanings of texts. Great Books reading selections 
are collections of traditional and modern literature. Typically, 
students read texts at least twice (either independently or with 
guided support), learn to ask questions, take notes, define 
vocabulary, and write about their reactions to what they have 
read. Teachers are trained by the Great Books Foundation to ask 
questions that encourage students to think about the meaning 
of what they have read. The program can be used with whole 
classes or selected groups of students. This report focuses on 
Great Books programs for reading in grade 4 and higher. 5 



1. The studies in this report were reviewed using WWC Evidence Standards, Version 2.0 (see the WWC Procedures and Standards Handbook, Chapter III), 
as described in the review protocol for the Adolescent Literacy topic area, Version 2.0. 

2. The descriptive information for this program was obtained from publicly available sources: the program’s website (www.greatbooks.org, downloaded 
July 2010) and the research literature (Nichols, 1992). The WWC requests developers to review the program description sections for accuracy from their 
perspective. Further verification of the accuracy of the descriptive information for this program is beyond the scope of this review. The literature search 
reflects documents publicly available as of August 2010. 

3. The Great Books Foundation offers Great Books programs as a continuous sequence from kindergarten through high school. Junior Great Books gener- 
ally applies to the intervention as implemented in grades K-5, and Great Books is the name generally used for the intervention in grades 6-12. 

4. In Shared Inquiry™, participants search for answers to fundamental questions raised by a text by working together to explore the meaning of a work 
of literature. Shared Inquiry™ leaders guide participants in reaching their own interpretations. They do not impart information or present their own 
opinions, but instead they pose thought-provoking questions and follow up purposefully on what participants say. 

5. Because the Adolescent Literacy area reviews studies of interventions administered to students in grades 4-12, studies on either Junior Great Books 
(which generally applies to the intervention when implemented in grades K-5) and Great Books (which generally applies to the intervention when 
implemented in grades 6-12) are included in this report. 
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The WWC identified 36 studies of Great Books for adolescent learners that were published or released between 1989 and 2010. 



Five studies are within the scope of the Adolescent Literacy 
review protocol but do not meet WWC evidence standards. 

• Four studies do not establish that the comparison group 
was comparable to the treatment group prior to the start 
of the intervention. Three of these use quasi-experimental 
designs, and the fourth study uses a randomized controlled 
design but was evaluated as a quasi-experiment because 

a control student was added to the study sample after 
random assignment of students. 

• One study combines Great Books with other interventions, 
which makes it impossible to attribute the observed effect 
solely to Great Books. 



Thirty-one studies are outside the scope of the Adolescent 

Literacy review protocol. 

• Sixteen of these are literature reviews or meta-analyses. 

• Seven studies have an ineligible study design: a case 
study or a single group pre-post design. 

• The remaining eight studies either do not report an eli- 
gible literacy outcome or feature students who are not in 
grades 4-12. 



Studies that fall outside the Adolescent Literacy review protocol 
or do not meet evidence standards 

American Federation of Teachers. (1 998). Building on the best, 
learning from what works: Seven promising reading and 
English language arts programs. Washington, DC: Author. 

The study is ineligible for review because it is not a primary 
analysis of the effectiveness of an intervention, such as a 
meta-analysis or research literature review. 

Applebee, A. N., Langer, J. A., Nystrand, M., & Gamoran, A. 
(2003). Discussion-based approaches to developing under- 
standing: Classroom instruction and student performance 
in middle and high school English. American Educational 
Research Journal, 40(3), 685-730. The study is ineligible for 
review because it does not use a comparison group design or 
a single-case design. 

Au, K. H., & Rafael, T. E. (1998). Curriculum and teaching in 
literature-based programs. In T. Raphael & K. H. Au (Eds.), 



Literature-based instruction: Reshaping the curriculum. 
Norwood, MA: Christopher-Gordon Publishers. The study is 
ineligible for review because it does not use a comparison 
group design or a single-case design. 

Beck, I. L., & McKeown, M. G. (1999). Comprehension: The sine 
qua non of reading. Teaching & Change, 6(2), 197. The study 
is ineligible for review because it is not a primary analysis of 
the effectiveness of an intervention, such as a meta-analysis 
or research literature review. 

Breister, L. M. (1993). The effects of Junior Great Books on 
higher-order thinking skills of fourth grade students (Unpub- 
lished master’s thesis). University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh. 

The study does not meet WWC evidence standards because 
it uses a randomized controlled trial design that either did not 
generate groups using a random process or had nonrandom 
allocations after random assignment, and the subsequent 
analytic intervention and comparison groups are not shown 
to be equivalent. 
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